Abstract. Zebra finches have previously been found to have preferences for particular colours of both natural and artificial traits among opposite sex conspecifics. For example, in some studies female zebra finches preferred males wearing red leg bands to orange-banded and unbanded birds and rejected light green-banded males. In other studies, females also preferred males with red beaks to orange-beaked males. However, several authors have failed to replicate these results. We show that females may fail to show a colour preference because of the absence or removal of ultraviolet light under experimental conditions. In mate-choice trials, females observing males through filters that transmitted ultraviolet preferred red-banded males but where females viewed males through ultraviolet-blocking filters, no such preference was observed. Further investigation revealed that the lack of a colour preference when ultraviolet was absent was probably due to the change in overall appearance of the bird, rather than the change in appearance of the rings themselves. This work highlights the importance of proper consideration of the sensory capabilities of animals in experimental design, particularly with regard to the role of ultraviolet light in avian colour perception.
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The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
There is much conflicting evidence concerning the influence of the colour of both natural and artificial traits on female sexual preferences in zebra finches (Collins & ten Cate 1996) . As zebra finches are a model species in studies of both sexual selection and the development of sexual preferences (references in Collins & ten Cate 1996; Zann 1996), a resolution of this conflict would have significant implications for both proximate and ultimate investigations of sexual preference. There may also be implications for the design of experiments investigating avian colour-based decision making (Cuthill & Bennett 1993; Bennett et al. 1994) .
Zebra finches are monogamous, sexually dimorphic birds, in which the male's plumage is more ornate than that of the female (Zann 1996) . Beak colour ranges from orange to red. Certain studies have shown that female zebra finches prefer males with red beaks to those with orange beaks (Burley & Coopersmith 1987; De Kogel & Prijs 1996) . In contrast, Sullivan (1994) found a preference for males with orange-painted beaks, while others have demonstrated beak colour to be unimportant in female mate choice compared with factors such as song rate (Houtman 1992; Collins et al. 1994; Weisman et al. 1994; reviewed by Collins & ten Cate 1996) . Similarly, in experimental mate-choice trials, Burley et al. (1982) found that females preferred males wearing red plastic leg bands to orange-banded or unbanded birds, and disliked males with light green leg bands. Furthermore, by artificially manipulating attractiveness in this way, Burley and her colleagues were able to show effects of band colour on individuals' life history traits, including the quality of mate obtained, reproductive success, the sex ratio of offspring, the level of parental care and mortality (Burley 1985 (Burley , 1986a (Burley , b, 1988 Zann 1994) . Others, however, have failed to replicate these results (e.g. Ratcliffe & Boag 1987) .
The extent to which female zebra finches show colour preferences during mate choice is therefore
